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Introductory Remarks
Endangered Species Act
Discussion Panel
by Dr. John E. McCosker

y once during the 4.5 billion years since the beginning of life on Earth has a single species attempted to
control the destiny of all other living things. We have
attempted to domesticate plants and animals, to eliminate
disease organisms, and to directly affect the fate of most
every other living species through the modification of habitats to benefit ourselves. As a result we have effected the
single largest extinction of life on Earth since the asteroidal
collision that wiped out the dinosaurs and other life forms
at the end of the Cretaceous Era.
Species loss is nothing new to the planet. Throughout
most of geologic history, excepting rare catastrophic events
which severely disturbed Earth's climate, the possibility of
becoming extinct has remained generally constant over
time. It is the current rate of loss that should concern us.
Within this millennium, few species have disappeared for
any reason on their own; it is a result of our activity.
Biologist E.O. Wilson' and others have calculated that the
overall rate of extinction has accelerated from normalcy by
1,000 to 10,000 times, and that rate is accelerating. Wilson
predicts that "losses caused during the next 30 years, not
including the impact of earlier declines, could easily reach
20 percent of the plant and animal species of the world."
There are numerous reasons to stop this activity: not
the least of which is that it is in our own best interest to preserve the biological diversity about us. so that as global
habitats change (as a result of events within and beyond our
control) species will survive and contribute to the ecological
well-being of the planet. Environmental biologists Paul and
Anne Ehrlich2 analogize our planetary situation to popping
rivets from an airplane. The rivet-poppers that work for
"Growthmania Airlines" know that the plane is overbuilt and
that it can fly without a full complement of rivets. But sooner or later the wings will weaken and the plane is doomed.
Earth's species, like the remaining nvets on our already
badly hampered aircraft, are doomed to take the flight with
us, and there is no getting off from spaceship Earth.
The Endangered Species Act was created in 1973, not
necessarily to save rivets, but rather because it was apparent that numerous large charismatic creatures were disappearing from the American landscape. Whooping cranes,
bald eagles, and bighorn sheep were on the brink of extinction as a result of our threats to our survival. The Act has
been reexamined and reauthorized several times since its
passage, narrowly escaping extinction itself as development and government projects were deemed too important
to be stopped by a furbish lousewort or a snail darter. The
law, despite all of its unintentioned warts and blemishes.
has achieved much of its intention, but at considerable
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cost to individuals who perceive themselves to be
innocent bystanders.
Currently, there are nearly 1,000 species, races,
and populations of plants and animals that have
been placed on the federal list. Some will be saved
and a few delisted, others won't. Many may go
extinct before they even make the list. Other
species, many of which we will never know, are disappearing due to habitat destruction and will never
appear again.
If nothing else, since the passage of the Act in
1973 all intelligent members of our species can
agree that it is in our own best interest to save habitats in order to save species in order to save our
own kind. How we go about that is not agreed upon,
and it will require the Solomonic wisdom of lawyers
and biologists alike to keep one species, Homo
Sapiens, from becoming the last passenger aboard
spaceship Earth.
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